A comparison of self-adaptation and cross-adaptation to odorants presented singly and in mixtures.
Fifteen subjects made 450 judgments each by the method of magnitude estimation of dimethyl disulfide and hydrogen sulfide after prior exposure to various mixtures of them. Exposure to the same odorant clearly affected the perceived intensity of it (self-adaptation). By contrast, exposure to the other odorant showed at best a small effect (cross-adaptation). Consistent with this, adaptation to a mixture of the test odorant and another odorant is proportional to the amount of the test odorant in the mixture, and does not exceed that of self-adaptation. These results indicate that olfactory adaptation is specific and that the sense of smell is more robust than generally assumed.